
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


WAITING FOR GOD, O.T.

The Tom Harman Stories, Volume 1

John Sparks

© Copyright John Sparks, 2025

The right of John Sparks to be identified as the author of this book has been asserted in accordance with Section 77 and 78 of the Copyrights and Patents Act 1988.

All rights reserved.

Except for use in any review, the reproduction or utilization of this work in whole or in part in any form by any electronic mechanical or other means, now known or hereafter invented, including xerography, photocopying, and recording, or in any information storage or retrieval system, is forbidden without the written permission of the author.

All characters in this book have no existence outside the imagination of the author and have no relation whatsoever to anyone bearing the same name or names. They are not even distantly inspired by any individual known or unknown to the author, and all incidents are pure invention.

This Edition 2025

This electronic book published by 

Fiction4All 

https://fiction4all.com 

This volume contains the following previously published stories, viz.:

“The Call of the Rain Crow." Appalachian Heritage Quarterly, Berea, Ky., Fall 2002; Workers Write: Tales from the Clinic, Blue Cubicle Press, Plano, TX, 2008; and Appalachian Voices, Kentucky Anthology, KYStory, Richmond, KY, 2014.

"On Edge." Honorable mention for the Harriette Simpson Arnow Award for Short Story, Appalachian Writers' Association, 2005. Published by Blue Cubicle Press, Plano, TX, 2008, in its Overtime series. 

“Fishing with Abraham.” Winner of the 2008 Almost Famous Authors’ Faire Short Story and Poetry Contest, Louisville, Ky.; published with editing and updating in The First Line literary journal, spring 2010, Blue Cubicle Press, Plano, TX, and in Appalachian Voices, Kentucky Anthology, KYStory, Richmond, KY, 2014. Nomination for Pushcart Prize, 2014.

“Comfort on Demand.” Included in Almost Famous Authors’ Faire Top 30 Short Stories of 2010. Louisville, KY, Bearhead Publishing, 2010. Published in Peripheral Sex of the Kentucky Anthology, KYStory, Richmond, KY, 2013. 

“Cat Eye.” Second place winner of the Lexington, KY Carnegie Center’s and JustFundKY’s LGBT Short Story Contest, Winter 2012. Published in Soldier Story of the Kentucky Anthology, KYStory, Richmond, KY, 2013. 

“An Occurrence Report.” Modified from “My New Year's Kiss,” in New Growth: Recent Kentucky Writings, Hal Blythe and Charlie Sweet, eds., JSF, 2007; reprinted in Funny Story of the Kentucky Anthology, KYStory, Richmond, KY, 2014. 

“Mr. Music.” Included in Should This Book Be Banned? An Anthology. Ohio Writers’ Association, Columbus, OH, 2025.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


About the Author:


[image: ]




John Sparks is a writer, historian, and healthcare worker living at Hagerhill, Johnson County, Kentucky, with his wife, Sheila. He the father of two daughters, is a 1983 graduate of Pikeville College (now, at least so he is told, known as the University of Pikeville), and his nonfiction works include: 

The Roots of Appalachian Christianity: The Life and Legacy of Elder Shubal Stearns. University Press of Kentucky, Lexington, KY, 2001; second edition, 2005. Winner of the Lillie D. Chaffin Award for Appalachian Literature, Morehead State University, Morehead, KY, 2004. 

Raccoon John Smith: Frontier Kentucky's Most Famous Preacher. University Press of Kentucky, Lexington, KY, November 2005.

Kentucky’s Most Hated Man: Charles Chilton Moore and the Blue Grass Blade. Wind Publications, Nicholasville, KY, August 2009. Winner of Award of Merit by the Kentucky Historical Society, 2010. 

––––––––

[image: ]


Note: The stories in this volume are works of fiction. Any character resemblance to any living person is purely coincidental. 



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


CONTENTS


[image: ]




An Occurrence Report

Popped

On Edge

Fishing with Abraham

The Call of the Rain Crow

Sand Hornet

The Principal of the Thing: An Appalachian Christmas Story

Comfort on Demand

Cat Eye

Mr. Music



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


AN OCCURRENCE REPORT 


[image: ]




MEMORANDUM 

WILLIAM BIRCH MONROE MEMORIAL HOSPITAL

A Subsidiary of Per-Fection Healthcare, Inc. 

881 Main Street, Perkinsville , Kentucky 41237 

From: Julia C. Wellhausen, B.S.R.N., M.B.A., Director of Ancillary Services 

To:  Mr. Thomas J. Harman, M.T. (ASCP), Medical Technologist, Clinical Laboratory 

Cc: Karen Baugh, B.B.A., M.B.A., Chief Executive Officer 

John Thomas Skinnerbach, M.D., F.A.C.P., Director, Clinical Laboratory 

Rev. Mtr. Jean Meslier, B. A., M.Div., Hospital Chaplain 

Mr. Lacy Vaughn, M.T. (ASCP), Clinical Laboratory Manager 

January 15, 2019  

Mr. Harman: 

As you are well aware, hospitals in eastern Kentucky and in Appalachia in general depend on Medicare and Medicaid for an increasingly significant portion of their livelihood. This vital factor in our hospital’s economic well-being has only been increased by the recent emendations of Federal Medicare law which gear rates of facility compensation proportionately with percentage degree of patient satisfaction, and have required this institution’s adoption of customer satisfaction surveys as a gauge of its effectiveness in meeting customer expectations. After your immediate supervisor, Mr. Vaughn, initiated the policy of laboratory personnel reciting rote speeches in dealing with our outpatient venipunctures to insure uniform courteous communication, your overheard comment to some of your coworkers that you were “too damned old to start acting like a damned robot spouting a damned canned message on a damned tape loop” was more or less overlooked due to your long and mostly successful tenure here. However, your latest infractions against hospital policy must and will be addressed, most especially since, if they do in fact involve truth and accuracy, could also be argued to embody certain violations of the Health Insurance Portability and Accountability Act. We refer here to your entry in the recent Perkins County Herald’s contest for “Odd, Strange, and Curious Holiday Stories,” published in a recent issue of the Herald as winner of this contest’s twenty-dollar prize. The text of said entry is included in this report below, copied in its entirety from the newspaper for legal purposes:

***
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MY NEW YEAR'S KISS

By Tom Harman

Like most frustrated writers, I've never been able to give up my day job (or in my case, for a great deal of my working life, night job) to pursue my preferred avocation. I've always considered this to have been a blessing in disguise, though, since my career as a jack-of-all-trades laboratory technician in a little bitty rural hospital has given me no end of unusual characters and sometimes comic, more often tragic, and nearly always ironic, anecdotes around which to form plots. I've spent my share, and more besides, of nights on the job and "on call" as well, and during these seasons that I've been apart from my wife and daughters I've done nearly everything from sitting bored and wishing I was home to scrabbling furiously for a good six to eight hours trying to supply crossmatched blood for the victim of an ATV accident. But of all the unusual characters I've ever had to deal with on the job, few are more vivid in my memory than the agitated emergency room patient I encountered at just about midnight between December 31, 1983 and January 1, 1984, and who gave me my very first New Year's Eve kiss as a married man—which might have been all right, I suppose, but for the fact that it wasn't her I was married to. 

I'd graduated from college with a medical technology degree at the end of June 1983, gotten my first job in a hospital on July 11, and had wed Gracie, my girlfriend, on July 22. Thus a great many changes occurred for Gracie and me within one month's time, not counting our trials with the ancient four-room coal-company house we were trying to refurbish into our first home. But she and I were in a state of newlywed happiness, even though as low man on the totem pole at work I was saddled with the shifts no one else wanted: night weekends, most holidays, and any time during the week that any holes in the staff schedule needed plugging. We'd simply shrugged our shoulders and tried to make the best of it, though another of my outstanding memories from that time involves the first meal Gracie ever prepared for me after a long, arduous night's work. We'd gotten a generous supply of home-canned and preserved vegetables from our parents as part of our housewarming gifts. I was grateful for every bit of it, but so help me, I'll never attempt to do without food all night and then eat a late-afternoon breakfast of pickled corn and pickled beans, fried pork chops, and scalded corn bread, ever again. Much less try to return to work on it. 

I'd had to cover Labor Day and then the night before Thanksgiving, which meant that for all practical purposes I might as well have worked the day shift itself. As it was, I'd had to sleep until late afternoon on Thanksgiving Day, gotten one night and day off, and then had to pull two thirteen-hour night shifts over the long holiday weekend. Of course, as the official New Guy, I was also veritably foreordained to work Christmas Day as well and then take call until the next morning. Nonetheless, the Christmas dinner that Gracie brought to the hospital for me that afternoon, and which I ate with her in the tiny laboratory kitchen between taking phone calls and promising the emergency and medical-surgical services that I'd "be there" as soon as I could get my food swallowed, was one of the most romantic—and to me, touching—meals that I have ever enjoyed. If I recall correctly I was paid for working twenty-seven hours in a twenty-four hour period that Christmas, but when I brought up the glitch to the lab supervisor (one of those good old hard-bitten common sense Med Techs, a far cry from the frightened, podex-osculating, malevolent rabbit type that some hospitals seem to favor for supervisors nowadays), he'd just grinned and told me not to worry. It was likely that I had actually done twenty-seven hours' worth of work that day, he said, and I already knew that I'd earned every penny. 

All those months of successfully parrying anything that the emergency room and the Med-Surg. services could throw my way late at night had given me a feeling of toughness that perhaps only a twenty-two-year-old man (or twenty-two-year-old boy, as I see things now) could appreciate. I was in my prime, married to the girl I loved, we were already talking about starting a family, and I felt like my back and shoulders had toughened to the point that there was no burden that I couldn't bear. But perhaps understandably, I was nearly "holidayed out" by the time December 31 rolled around. Since I'd had to work on Christmas I'd somehow gained an exemption for New Year's Day itself, but as luck would have it I drew the late shift again on New Year's Eve. Once more, that meant that I'd essentially be out of commission for most of the actual holiday, and worse, Gracie and I couldn't celebrate our first New Year together. In other words, I wouldn't even get my kiss at midnight, let alone any other comforts a young husband might reasonably anticipate. Still, work was work and pay was pay, and if in fact Gracie and I did start our family any time in the near future, that extra late-night money would be welcome. I went to work that night with a heart that was, if not entirely happy, at least hopeful for better years, and better shifts, ahead. 

As I recall it now, things were fairly peaceful—until perhaps a quarter to midnight. Then the phone rang and I heard the peacock squawk of the emergency room ward clerk on the other end: "CBC and blood alcohol level in the ER, stat." I thought that if I should die and go to hell there’d be a tape loop of her voice playing over and over down there, but I don’t believe I ever told her that. Oh well, one had to expect a few alcohol-related casualties on New Year's Eve, so I picked up my collection tray and headed up the hall towards the ER door. 

No sooner than I had entered the emergency ward, I heard a female voice behind a curtain in one corner, vigorously spewing graphic profanity of the very hottest sort. The doctor and a nurse stepped out from behind the curtain with disgusted looks. "Here's your patient," the physician muttered to me with a shrug of his shoulders and a casual wave toward the curtain. The unseen figure behind it continued to blister the air, but at least the doctor's departure had quietened the patient perhaps a fraction of a decibel. 

"Car wreck?" I muttered back, giving the curtain an anxious look and for some reason, not feeling quite as tough as my usual twenty-two year-old machismo required. 

"Claims her boyfriend smacked her in the head with a two-by-four," the nurse replied, rolling her eyes as the doctor merely shrugged again and returned to his desk in the cubicle outside the door. "She does have one horrendous pump knot on her head, whatever happened. Probably lucky she's drunk. A lick like that to her head would've killed her if she'd been sober, but she won't even let the Doc stitch up the cut. Well, try and get the tests for us quick, okay?" she finished as she turned away. 

"Whoa, hold it! She won't let Doc stitch her?" I whispered anxiously. "Then what makes you think she'll let me draw this blood without the same kind of fight that I just heard? You're...gonna stick around and hold her arm for me, right?" My facial expression must have been a study in hope. 

With a grin and a pat to my shoulder, she just chuckled, "Aw, Tom, you'll be just fine. You're a big boy, you can handle her." Perhaps I should mention here that I probably did at least give the appearance of being as capable as this nurse had just alleged that I was. A child of the seventies on his first full-time professional job in the early eighties, I kept both my hair and my beard a bit longer than I wear them now. I would never have been considered small or slight at any time in my entire life. Moreover, it was wintertime and I usually worked several hours away from the eyes of the hospital administrators, so I had acquired the habit of wearing blue jeans, plaid work shirts, and high-top lumberjack work boots on duty rather than white coats and scrubs. On another night I'd scared one poor fellow suffering from the D.T.'s nearly out of his skin, fearful that Paul Bunyan had just risen up out of the nest of snakes he saw wherever he looked. But right now, I felt like I'd rather tackle a grown man or even that poor guy's imagined nest of snakes than that high-voiced source of the most eloquent, vivid sea hag’s battle of profanity I had ever heard in my life, even among my friends in high school and college. The nurse walked off with a smile, and I felt my heart drain into my boots. Oh, well. This was what they paid me for, and tonight I'd earn it. 

I lifted the curtain and stepped gingerly behind it, making sure to swallow and clear my throat before I informed my patient that the doctor had ordered tests and I needed to draw blood from her arm. As I finished my rote speech (rote speech—God, how proud my present supervisor would have been of me that night) about drawing blood I stopped short and looked at the woman: she was maybe five or six years older than I was, and except for her inebriation and the ugly contusion on the right side of her head, she was quite attractive. Still, I fully expected to be answered with another blistering red haze of profanity, but she merely looked at me—she had big blue eyes, if I recall correctly, though they were red-rimmed and watery with alcohol—and lay back on the ER gurney, sighing, "Okay." 

All right, Harman, you've lucked out for some reason, I remember thinking as I tightened a tourniquet around her left arm and began to search at the bend of her elbow for her antecubital vein. Now get this blood drawn quick, while she's peaceful, and pound your feet out of here before she starts thinking about her boyfriend, the two-by-four, and the doctor again. There's no way anybody can reason with a drunk. But no sooner than I had bent over her arm, found the vein, and begun the venipuncture, my scalp tightened involuntarily, and not from any nebulous unease or imagined fear either. The patient had lifted her right arm up and over and she was running her fingers through my hair. And from all that I could tell, enjoying doing it. Immensely. 

All of a sudden I understood, in a most personal way, why Joseph was so keen to get away from Potiphar's wife. Twenty-two years old, a mature married man now, country-outlaw debonair and macho, able to handle any crazy circumstance that might occur in a hospital late at night? Yeah, right. Sure I was. Six or eight years of my life blew away before my eyes like chaff in the wind. I was a gawky adolescent again, an older woman was flirting with me, and I was scared utterly to the core. Any latent regrets I may have harbored about taking myself out of circulation for holy wedlock went flying out the window. I tried to pretend that nothing out of the ordinary was happening. My hands shook and I missed the vein. I tried to correct the angle of the needle without resorting to a second venipuncture, my hands and arms shaking more as her palm enjoyed the time of its life across my scalp. I thought I was already as uncomfortable as I could be. I found out just how badly mistaken I was when she began to moan. 

"Ohhhhh, baby, baby, don't hurt me, baby, bayyyybee," she cooed softly, in the kind of voice—well, never mind what kind of voice it was. "Oh, baby, bayyyybeee, don't...you're so big, that hurts, honey ... owwww...ooo...go easy on me, sweetie...had a rough night, sugar, I can only take so much...aah...” 

I could already hear muffled giggles outside the curtain. If I started earning more moans now from the patient inside it... my face felt like it was going to explode. Good God, what did the nurses think I was doing back here? What if Gracie decided to slip to the hospital and surprise me with a late-night New Year’s snack? Why did I ever get into this line of work? Somehow I managed to draw one or perhaps two milliliters of blood—finesse under pressure, or maybe just plain old luck—and I snapped the tourniquet off, hurriedly stuffed the tubes in my shirt pocket, and applied a pressure compress to the venipuncture just as her right hand slipped down to the back of my neck and held on tight. I raised my head to meet those deep, watery, alcohol-saturated blue eyes as she lifted her torso and brought her face towards mine, her mouth open—maybe she'd remembered that it had just turned 1984, I don't know and I danged sure didn't think to ask—and I lifted my face a fraction so the smacking, boozy kiss she had aimed at my lips caught me slightly to the right on my jaw. 
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